THE PARKS 


Gebhard Woods State Park and William G. 
Stratton State Park are both within the city limits 
of Morris in Grundy County and are bordered on 
the south and north respectively by the Illinois- 
Michigan Canal. 


Gebhard Woods, a 30-acre area, was purchased 
for a nominal fee in 1934 from Mrs. William 
Gebhard with the stipulation that the park be 
called Gebhard Woods. William G. Stratton, an 
area of about 7 acres just below the Illinois River 
bridge at Morris, was purchased in 1959 and was 
named to honor the Governor of Illinois. 


HISTORY 


Illinois-Michigan Canal: This canal was the im- 
petus for the settlement and development of the 
entire northwestern portion of Illinois. It was 
directly responsible for the beginning of Chi- 
cago’s growth as well as the cause for the devel- 
opment of Lockport, Joliet, Morris, Seneca, Mar- 
seilles, Ottawa, Utica and LaSalle-Peru. 


The history of the Illinois-Michigan Canal is in- 
teresting since its origin actually started with the 
Indians at the Chicago Portage, the low divide 
between the waters of Lake Michigan and the 
Des Plaines River. The Indians used it as a Carry- 
ing place long before the advent of the white 
man. This portage was also recorded in the an- 
nuals of the French explorers Jolliet and Mar- 
quette in 1673. It was noted in 1790 by the 
French military engineer Victor Collot and in 
1807 by U. S. Secretary of the Treasury Albert 
Gallatin in his report on roads and canals. 


In fact, the original boundaries of Illinois were 
moved about 50 miles north in order to give 
Illinois a Coast on Lake Michigan and to insure 
that Chicago, the point at which the canal would 
connect with Lake Michigan, would be in Illinois. 
Construction of the canal was actually started by 
the State of Illinois in 1836 and was completed 
in 1848. It was financially successful from the 
start through its toll charges and the leasing of 
unused lands. 


The | & M Canal, as it was known, once stretched 
90 miles, linking Lake Michigan with the Illinois 
River at LaSalle, Illinois, the 2 bodies of water 
from which the canal took its name. It was cut 
at a cost of $9.5 million in the bed of a river that 
is thought to have flowed down the same route 
about 8,000 years ago. 


When built, the canal had a 36’ bottow width, 5’ 
water depth, 17’ wide towpath, and included a 
90’ width of reserve land adjacent to each side 
of the canal, making the average total width 
some 240’. The canal was closed to commerce in 
1915. 


GEBHARD WOODS 


The slightly rolling terrain is dotted with many 
stately old shade trees including walnut, oak, 
cottonwood, ash, maple, sycamore and hawthorn. 
Wildflowers are abundant in the spring: trillium, 
bluebell, white trout lily, violets, wild ginger, 
phlox, spring beauty, toothwort, followed by the 
wild strawberry and others. 


Cardinals, bluejay and other birds make their 
home in the park, while the canal attracts mallard 
duck, wood duck, great blue heron, along with 
beaver, muskrat, raccoon and an occasional deer. 


FACILITIES 


Picnicking: In shaded areas, 5 picnic areas have 
tables and park grills. There is a large rustic 
shelter and 2 smaller ones. A restroom building 
and a water fountain and hydrant are also avail- 


able. 


Playgrounds: For those interested in sports there 
is a baseball diamond and horseshoe pits. 


Fishing: There are 4 ponds in the park for only 
children to catch bass, crappie, bluegill and bull- 
head. Adults can fish in the | & M Canal or in 
Nettle Creek, which forms the north and east 
boundaries of the park, for largemouth bass, blue- 
gill, sunfish, channel cat, bullhead and sucker. 


Camping: Youth group camping only is available. 
A permit must be obtained from the Ranger be- 
fore entering the campground. All groups of over 
25 persons need advance permission to enter the 
park. 


Park Aqueduct: A picturesque stone aqueduct 
that was originally built to carry the canal over 
Nettle Creek adds to the park’s beauty. The pres- 
ent aqueduct was restored and many of the stone 
structures and wooden shelters were built by the 
CCC during 1933-34. 


WILLIAM G. STRATTON 


Although this small park is primarily a boating 
access area, it is widely used and is just below 
the Illinois River bridge in Morris. 


FACILITIES 


Picnicking: A picnic area with tables and park 
stoves is close to 2 parking lots. There is a com- 
fort building with flush toilets and a drinking 
fountain nearby. 


Boating: Four launching ramps, with docks on 
either side, serve boaters at the Stratton park 
from the Illinois River bridge. No motor limit. 
Skiing is permitted in most areas. No rental 
boats. 


Fishing: River fishing is popular, with a chance 
to catch almost any kind of fish native to Illinois 
rivers. 


Trail: The | & M Canal towpath serves as a trail 
for both Gebhard Woods and William G. Stratton 
parks. For bicycling or hiking, many people start 
at Channahon for the 17 miles to Gebhard Woods 
and Stratton. The trail is presently under develop- 
ment and when completed will run 61 miles from 
Joliet to LaSalle. Visitors are advised to take 
food and water. 


Largest Tree: The largest tree in the state is 1 
mile west of Gebhard Woods on the south side 
of the canal. The tree is an eastern cottonwood 
that stands 120 feet tall, has a crown spread of 
111 feet and has a circumference of 27 feet 4 
inches. 


Please: This area is for all to enjoy so help keep 
it clean. Put all litter in the nearest available trash 
container. No flowers, plants, shrubs or trees may 
be removed or damaged. If you need help or have 
a question, contact the site manager. 


FOR YOUR INFORMATION .. . 


Admittance will not be granted groups of 25 or 
more persons to any state park or conservation 
area unless permission from the park ranger has 
been secured to use the facilities. It is also re- 
quired that groups of minors have adequate 
supervision and that at least one responsible adult 
accompany each group not exceeding 15 minors. 
All pets must be on a leash. 


Numerous state parks and memorials are within 
easy access of every part of the state. Lodges, 
cabins and dining rooms are important features 
of Illinois Beach, Starved Rock, Pere Marquette, 
White Pines Forest and Giant City. Reservations 
for lodging should be made with lodge managers. 


All state parks are open the year round. When 
weather conditions necessitate the closing of 
park roads during freezing and thawing periods, 
access to park facilities is by foot only. 


For more details about this site, contact Ranger, 
R. R. 3, P. O. Box 272, Morris, Illinois, 60450, 
phone 815/942-0796. For information on other 
Illinois sites, write the Department of Conserva- 
tion, Information/Education Division, State Office 
Building, Springfield, 62706. 
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